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Tlie Question Is Critical, Its Answer. Elusive 

. by the 'generals will be excesssive in 


Last of Five Articles • 

By Michael Getler 

Washington Post Staff Writer 
SAIGON — The cj-itical questions 
growing out. of the air war in South- 
east Asia remain to be answered: What 
did (lie bombing accomplish? How in- 
strumental was it in moving Hanoi to- 
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ward a settlement.? And, above nil, was 
it worth the tremendous cost in Viet- 
namese and American lives, resources 
and money? 

Whether those questions ever can be 
.answered accurately is doubtful. But 
there is a great deal at slake in trying 
to deal with them objectively. 

At this point, no one but the North 
Vietnamese leadership knows precisely 
how bad the country; its people, its . 

economy and military forces were hurt 
by the bombing. Only they know pre- 
cisely how important that factor was 
in leading them toward a settlement 
in comparison to oilier diplomatic, 
i political and military factors. 

Unlike World. War II, there will be 
'. no teams of Americans going into the 
North to interview the people, inspect 
tlie damage and to produce a post-war 
strategic bombing survey (the findings 
of tlie World War 11 survey of Ger- 
many are still being debated). 

Because Hanoi appeared most anx- 
ious to negotiate on liic heels of an ex- 
tensive eight-month bombing campaign 
against its heartland, and after virtu- 
ally all tlie hall'-million U.S, ground 
troops had gone home, there will be a 
temptation in some quarters to say 
’ that air power won the war. 
i -- . Yet, if a cease-fire comes, a political 
map of South Vietnam will look much 
tlie ’same as it did five years ago in 
•terms of areas truly under Saigon’s 
control So others will argue that drop- 
poing so many bombs didn’t change 
things enough to warrant the price. 

’ The truth probably lies somewhere 
in between. 

- It is hard to find anyone in South 
.Vietnam — American or South Vietnam- 
ese — who believes that Hanoi’s . 15-divi- 
■- sion assault against Saigon’s forces in 
April could have been stopped without 

■ heavy use of American airpower. 

■ But it is easy to find many civilian 
officials here who believe that much of 
tlie bombing throughout Indochina lias . 

1 always been excessive, principally that 
aimed at halting the flow of supplies — 
which accounts for most of the bombs 
—as distinct from that done over the 

■ battlefield. 

oinanie.se government official. - ‘Jt was 
run by the generals, and any war run 
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’ lies somewhere Three kinds of air war have been 
.carried out against North Vietnam: 
anyone in South one against the North itself — its mili- 
<r South Vietnam- tary and supply facilities, transporl.a- 
it Hanoi’s 15-divi- lion, power and fuel systems, and 
laigon’s forces in whatever supporting industry it had; a 
i sinniifvl without second against North Vietnamese and 
„ Ewer Vietcong troops and supplies in South 

", ... Vietnam; and a third that spilled over 

nd many civilian heavily at times into Uabs and Cair.bn- 
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rut Indochina lias and sioraae areas. 

low oT supplies-- wu; ' Hanoi’s frame of mind left to 
ost of the bombs Vrk, interviews with dozens of 

at done over he U ’ S * al " d '™»amc S e military and civil- 
. ian specialists both in and out, of gov- 


ooki nkit have been dropped on North 
Vletn m. 

The bnmbing represented a eonven- 
riairiage of objectives between, 
the m'. 'tary, who believed an intensive 
air effort and mining campaign could 
choke eff virtually all of Hanoi’s mili- 
tary supplies, and tlie White House, 
which wanted to send Hanoi an unmis- 
takable political signal that thc North 
would not rs.main a sanctuary while 
the South, wf r. under attack. 

.The minin.j of North Vietnam’s Har- 
bors on May 8, just weeks before tlie 
scheduled U.S.-Soviet summit meeting, 
was another part of the signal. 

. In 'interviews during September, be- 
fore any breakthrough had come in tlie 
peace talks, While House officials at 
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high levels explained privately “tlie re- 
sumption of tlie bombing and the min- 
ing prior to the summit meeting were 
major political factors in trying to 
achieve a process that lias been under 
way for some time ... to try and iso- 
late Hanoi from its rear areas in Rus- 
sia. and China.” 

Officials indicated that President 
Nixon personally did not believe t he 
bombing and mining would be militar- 
ily H-cisive, nor was he getting that 
kind of advice from the CIA, the civil- 
ian' in the Office of (lie Secretary of 
Defense or from Henry A, Kissinger. 

Tlie idea was to parlay growing So- 
vict-Chincse military fears of each 
other, China’s unwillingness to see a 
North Vietnam backed by the Soviet 
Union as the predominant force in 
Southeast Asia, and Russia’s shifting 
interests in a better relationship with 
the United Slates into a clear signal to 
Hanoi that it could not succeed. 

By mid-summer and into tlie fall, the 
bombing and mining had apparently 
carried other political signals to Hanoi. 
For one thing, the summit had been 
held despite the entrapment of Soviet 
ships in North Vietnamese harbors, 
and the Soviets bad apparently de- 
cided they were either unwilling or un- 
able to break the mine blockade. 

Tlie bombing had not caused any 
major protest movement in tlie United 
States, which may have indicated to 
Hanoi that thc last traces of tlie hosi- 
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